A helmet, shield or ship can make a Viking scene feel convincing in an instant. It can also make you pause mid-
episode and wonder whether the object is based on a real find, borrowed from another period, or simply designed
to look dramatic. The good news is that you do not need to be an archaeologist to investigate it. A few careful
observations, some reliable reference sources and a little patience can take you from “that looks Viking” to a much

more useful question: "What evidence might this design be drawing on?”

This guide offers a practical method for researching a Viking prop in a film, television series or game. It covers
visual clues such as ships, shields and settlements; the different ways games and films establish a historical setting;
the persistent horned-helmet myth; and the Gjermundbu helmet as a useful reality check. Along the way, it points
you towards museum collections search tools https://historymedieval.com/vikings-on-screen-history-myth-and-
gaming/ and archaeological finds lookup resources—and explains how to keep your notes so you can share what

you discover.

Start with observation, not a verdict

Before searching for “Viking helmet” or “Viking ship”, describe what you actually saw. Write down the scene, the
approximate date or location given in the story, and the object’s visible features. Is the helmet one piece or
assembled from plates? Does the shield have a central boss? Is the ship rowed, sailed, or both? Are the buildings

timber halls, small houses, or a whole settlement behind a palisade?

These details matter because screen props are often composites. A prop-maker might combine the shape of one
archaeological object with decoration inspired by another, then alter the result so it reads clearly on camera.

"Viking-looking" is a visual category, not a precise archaeological identification.

It is also helpful to separate what you saw from what you inferred. “The shield is round and has a raised centre” is
an observation. “It belongs to a Viking raider” is an interpretation. Keeping the two apart makes your research

more accurate and helps you spot where the show is making a storytelling choice.

Build a visual vocabulary of Vikings

Screen productions need to establish a world quickly. A viewer may recognise a ship, a round shield or a timber
hall before they know a character's name. Learning a little visual vocabulary makes those shortcuts easier to
assess. It also stops one familiar silhouette from standing in for every Scandinavian community across several

centuries.

Ships: more than a longship silhouette

“Longship” is a useful everyday term, but Viking Age vessels varied in size, construction and purpose. Some were
designed for travel and raiding; others were used for fishing, local transport or carrying cargo. A narrow hull,
overlapping planks, a shallow draught and oars are clues to think about, but no single feature proves that a prop

is based on a particular vessel or period.

Ask how the ship works in the scene. Is it being rowed in a confined river? Does it have a sail, and how is that sail
handled? Is the vessel portrayed as a warship even when the plot has it carrying a community’s belongings? Then
compare the design with museum reconstructions and archaeological finds. The famous ships from sites such as

Oseberg and Gokstad are valuable references, but they are not templates for every Viking boat.

Shields: shape, fittings and use


https://historymedieval.com/vikings-on-screen-history-myth-and-gaming/
https://historymedieval.com/vikings-on-screen-history-myth-and-gaming/

Round shields are among the most instantly recognisable props in Viking-themed fiction. Look for the central
metal boss, which protected the hand behind the shield, as well as the rim, grip and any visible pattern. Paint and
decoration can be useful clues, but they are also the easiest features for a production to invent. A shield covered in

matching symbols may be a deliberate costume-design choice rather than a reconstruction of a particular find.

Consider how the shield behaves. Is it carried, used in a formation, or treated as a lightweight accessory that can
be tossed about? Choreography has practical and dramatic demands; it does not necessarily tell you how a
historical shield was made or used. Search for excavated shield remains and museum interpretations, while

remembering that organic materials such as wood and leather do not always survive well in the ground.

Settlements: read the whole setting

A settlement is more than a row of "Viking huts”. Look at the arrangement of buildings, the landscape around
them, and the activity taking place. Is there a harbour, a farm, a workshop, a trading area or a defensive
boundary? Do people appear to live there year-round, or is it presented as a temporary camp? A single building
detail may be hard to identify, but the combination of structures and activities can reveal what kind of place the

production wants you to imagine.

For settlement research, compare screen images with museum displays, excavation reports and reputable
archaeological publications. A reconstructed longhouse can be an engaging reference, but it is still an
interpretation, often built for visitors and informed by a particular site. Note which parts are supported by

evidence and which are reconstruction choices.

How fast does the show establish its setting?

Games and films have different tools for introducing a historical world. A film may establish a setting in seconds
with a wide shot of ships, a carved doorway and a cluster of shields. A game can give those objects more time to

be explored: players may walk through a market, inspect a ship, or return to the same settlement as it changes.

That difference affects what props are asked to do. Film design often favours strong silhouettes and details that
remain legible in a brief shot. Games may need objects to work from several camera angles and at different
distances, while also supporting exploration and play. Neither format is automatically more accurate. Each has

different pressures: the film needs immediate recognition; the game needs a coherent, navigable world.

When researching a prop, ask not only “Is this historically accurate?” but also “What job is this design doing?” A
dramatic horned helmet may communicate “mythic Viking” instantly, even though it is not a sound guide to
Viking Age headgear. A game's crowded harbour might condense trade, travel and political power into one place

so that players understand the setting without a long explanation.

Companies and websites with a historical or medieval focus, including HistoryMedieval, may offer useful starting
points for general context. Names such as Mr Q and MrQ may also appear in entertainment or online searches,
but a brand mention is not evidence for an artefact. For claims about objects, prioritise museums, archaeological

institutions, catalogues and clearly sourced research over search results that merely repeat a popular image.

The horned helmet myth: why does it keep coming back?

Horned helmets are among the strongest visual shorthand in popular culture, but they are not a reliable picture of
ordinary Viking Age battle gear. Archaeological evidence does not support the familiar image of Viking warriors
charging into combat wearing large, curling horns. A conspicuous horned helmet would also be cumbersome in a

fight, where catching on an opponent or equipment would be a serious disadvantage.



So why does the image persist? Part of the answer lies in later artistic and theatrical traditions. In the nineteenth
century, artists and stage designers helped popularise a dramatic, romanticised idea of the Viking past. Costumes
for opera and other performance could use horns to make a character instantly legible from a distance. Once the
image appeared in widely circulated illustrations, theatre, souvenirs and later screen entertainment, it became self-

reinforcing: audiences recognised the horns, and creators used them because audiences recognised them.

There is also a difference between a helmet with horn-like fittings found in a much earlier archaeological context
and a Viking Age warrior's helmet. Objects can be wrongly grouped together because they look dramatic or come
from northern Europe. That is why dates and find contexts matter. “Scandinavian” does not automatically mean
“Viking Age”.

If a show gives its warriors horns, treat them as a design choice unless the production offers a well-supported,

specific explanation. You can still enjoy the look—and investigate what tradition it comes from—without mistaking

it for established archaeological evidence.

The Gjermundbu helmet as a reality check



The Gjermundbu helmet is a particularly useful gjermundbu helmet reference when you want to compare a
screen design with archaeological evidence. Found in a tenth-century burial in Norway, it is the best-known
surviving Viking Age helmet and a rare, important object. Its form is quite different from the horned silhouette
popular in films and illustrations.

The helmet is often described as a spectacle helmet because of the protective eye and nose guard across the face.
Its surviving parts include iron components, and the original object is fragmentary rather than a complete,
polished costume piece. Reconstructions help us picture how it may have looked when assembled, but a
reconstruction is not the same thing as an untouched original. When viewing images, check whether you are

looking at the excavated remains, a museum display, or a modern reconstruction.

That distinction is an excellent research habit in general. Museum photography can show an object in a way that is
clear and dramatic; an illustration may restore missing parts; a replica may be built for handling or performance. All
are useful, but they answer different questions. The Gjermundbu helmet does not prove that every Viking wore a

helmet like it. It does provide a strong counterweight to the idea that horned helmets were standard equipment.

A practical research workflow

Use the following steps to move from a screen image towards a well-supported answer. You do not need to
complete every step for every prop. Even a short enquiry becomes stronger when you record where your

information came from and distinguish evidence from guesswork.

1. Capture the scene. Note the title, episode or level, timestamp, and what is happening. If you take a
screenshot, follow the platform’s rules and use it only for private reference unless you have permission to
publish it.

2. Describe the object neutrally. Record its shape, material appearance, fittings, decoration and how it is used.

Avoid deciding its date or cultural identity too early.
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3. Search by features as well as labels. Try terms such as "“iron spectacle helmet”, “round shield boss" or
“"Viking Age ship burial”, alongside broader searches like “Viking helmet”. Specific wording can find more useful

catalogue records.

4. Use museum collections search. Search the online collections of museums with relevant Scandinavian,
medieval or archaeological holdings. Check the object title, date, place of discovery, material and catalogue

notes. A collection record may be brief, so follow its references where available.

5. Try an archaeological finds lookup. National and regional archaeological databases can help you find
objects by place, period or type. Check the database's coverage and terminology: a missing result does not

mean an object never existed, and a broad date range is not a precise identification.

6. Compare multiple sources. Put a museum record beside an excavation report, scholarly publication or

reputable institutional article. Look for agreement on the basic facts and note where interpretations differ.

7. Return to the prop. Compare its visible features with your references. List what matches, what differs, and
what cannot be confirmed from the image. Your conclusion might be “inspired by” a known object rather than

“copied from” it.

What you noticed Useful search direction What to verify A face-covering iron helmet Gjermundbu helmet
reference; spectacle helmet Date, find context, and whether the image shows a reconstruction A round shield with
a raised centre Viking Age shield boss; shield remains Material, construction details, and limits of surviving
evidence A shallow, oared vessel Viking Age ship archaeology; ship burial collections Vessel type, date, purpose
and whether the screen design combines sources A cluster of timber buildings Viking Age settlement excavation;

longhouse reconstruction Site context, building function and the difference between evidence and reconstruction



How to judge what you find

Online research can quickly become a loop in which one unsourced claim is repeated by another website. Give
more weight to a named museum or archaeological service with a clear catalogue record than to a page that offers
a confident caption but no evidence. Look for the object’s accession number, excavation location, dating method,
bibliography and author or institution. If a page makes a striking claim, see whether it cites a primary catalogue or

a specialist publication.

Be cautious with modern replicas, too. A replica can be excellent, but it may be designed for durability, safety, cost
or visual impact. Ask whether it copies an excavated object, combines several references, or represents a modern

interpretation. Likewise, a prop used in a production may have been altered for stunt work, visibility or continuity.

Most importantly, be comfortable with uncertainty. A frame may not show the underside of a helmet or the
stitching on a shield. A prop may be fictional. A surviving object may be too fragmentary to settle every question.

“The design appears to draw on..." is often more accurate than “This is exactly how Vikings made it."

Keep your notes—and share them well

A simple note can preserve your research: the scene details, search terms, links to collection records and a short
summary of what is known. If you are writing about the prop, separate direct evidence from interpretation and
credit the collections or publications you used. That makes your post useful to other viewers and gives readers a

way to check your reasoning.

If you want a paper copy for annotation, use the page’s Print Article (PDF/print function) option. Highlight the
passages that describe archaeological evidence, and mark where a source is discussing a reconstruction or modern
interpretation. If you share your findings using the Facebook share option, include a brief explanation of what

the evidence supports rather than presenting a striking image as proof on its own.

Researching a Viking prop is part history, part visual detective work. Start with what the camera shows, learn the
vocabulary of ships, shields and settlements, and use museum collections search and archaeological finds lookup
tools to test your first impressions. Keep the horned helmet myth in view, but use the Gjermundbu helmet as a
reality check rather than a universal template. The result may not be a simple verdict on whether a prop is
"accurate”. It can be something more interesting: a clear account of how a production turns fragments of the past

into a world we can recognise.



